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This paper uses narrative writing to track journey of one student’s perceptions and
understanding of academic integrity values through practice immersion and experiences and
how that is carried into workplace. Literature has posited that narratives “offer increased
comprehension, interest and engagement” (Daglstrom, 2014). The paper uses story telling
as a unique methodology to capture the student’s perceptions and emotions and provides

a fascinating insight into the kind of experiences that shape students’ understanding of
academic integrity values, thus posing as valuable contribution for academics and research
globally.

My journey from classroom to workplace
“Do not be misled...Whatever a person is sowing, this he will also reap.” - Galatians 6:7.

If life can be likened to a fruit - integrity would be its seed. The seed in most fruits is covered
by the fruit pulp, only to be discovered after we consume the fruit. It may not be visible, but
it is the core and can grow to life. Integrity is the core of a person’s character, his intentions
and deeds. Integrity can determine authenticity, trustworthiness and dependency of a person.
Yet, it is not deemed as a “practical’ or a ‘cool’ concept. In my life, I learnt the words of
Galatians 6:7 by heart early on, but understood the importance of it much later.

Right from primary school, I loved to learn at school. I loved so many of my teachers and
still remember them in nostalgia. My learning was sometimes determined by my love for the
subject or the teacher who taught me. To the extent, if my mother taught me something at
home, I wouldn’t really listen but if my teacher told the same thing, I wouldn’t think twice.
Amongst the subjects I loved was Moral Science. It was an exclusive subject taught in Indian
Schools and had a final exam. It was easy to score and had value based stories that students
loved. But no teacher or moral science topic taught me integrity. It was not even a concept
for consideration.

The first time I encountered integrity was on an exam paper that said: “Zero marks will

be awarded for students who engage in unfair means and the paper will be cancelled.” So
cheating or compromising your integrity was a self-understood value. The reasoning would
be: “Cheating is wrong and if you do so, you will be punished.” There was always an
underlying fear of being caught cheating if you had the courage to do so. As I progressed to
middle and secondary school, subjects became more difficult to cover and understand.
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From a society that judges quality based on marks, high net worth students are the ones that

score the highest marks. With time, pressure only increased stress levels for students and

parents in a race for the top rank. No matter how hard one would study, there were so many

factors that determine your marks in the subject such as:

» understanding from the teacher who taught that subject,

 the teacher who sets the paper,

 the teacher who would examine answer sheet (not necessarily the one who taught would
examine the paper always),

 the private tuition teacher who taught the same concept, and

» student stress management capabilities.

If you notice, none of the above factors are related to real time learning - they are related to
scoring of marks in an exam. As students, all we were worried about were - marks.

At one tipping point, we students gave up studying for exam. The pressure turned into
courage - to do the wrong, to cheat. If one could spend time, think of ‘sharing’ strategies -
marks would flow automatically. Factors that determined how well one could cheat were:
 the subject,

» your friendship with the smartest kid,

 the seating of your best friend,

 the type of ‘strategy’, and

+ the invigilator in the exam hall.

After all, sharing is caring and students cared about their marks, the smile of approval from
their parents and of course their student net worth. No student was in a position to think of
real and long term consequences of such measures and neither was .

Secondary school ‘sharing’ can also have a different purpose. It may not even be considered
for marks but to be ‘cool’. It was a ‘cool’ act and labelled you ‘courageous’. Often instigated
by the popular students who did not have ‘time’ to study - this was an opportunity not to

be missed if you wanted to be a part of the gang. Finding different ways to cheat was cool,
executing the plan was even cooler. ‘Dodging the invigilator and sending signals on which
answer you want’ sent an adrenaline rush through teenage spines. I am not an angel, I did try
it out.

I hated Physics - I still do. But I loved it once because my teacher, Miss X, made it practical
and enjoyable. But her tests were tough or so we thought. So once when I did not study
enough, I decided to try it out. The gang was there, my best friend was there and they all had
a plan. It was too good to miss and I had to prove my mettle to be a gang member too. The
test day arrived and we all executed it with ease. I remember the feeling of accomplishment I
had - Miss X did not find out. Next Physics class was the climax, she was going to handover
our test results and we were anxiously waiting. I still remember the scene: Miss X walked
into the class, we wished her and for a good five minutes only kept the papers down and



looked at us in silence. Anxiety was at its peak because her face suggested that we had fared
badly in the test - until she uttered those terrifying words. «I know what happened - Your
papers are too similar. I will give you until next class to own up.»

All the gang members gazed quick looks at each other. Little did I realize then, I had not
done badly in a test - I fared badly in life. After so much thinking, I went alone and owned
up my mistake even though I knew I was going to be reported on. But Miss X did the
unbelievable - she didn»t report to anyone. I heard there were others who owned up for some
reason, but she did not say one name. Miss X did not use the fear route, her action taught

us the value of actions. All she told me was: «don>t do this next time - you will go nowhere
in life.» Believe it or not, that was the last time I ever did so. Cheating did not take me
anywhere that time and I realized there was nothing <cool> about it. If one facet of integrity
was refraining from cheating at school - I had learnt my lesson.

University came with its own challenges of a new environment and new subjects but that
episode was unforgettable to every last detail. Essay mills and vendors were available with
assignments to <purchase» from but it was not a long term solution. I could «purchase> an
assignment but who would do my assignments later in life?

It was in university where I was introduced to academic integrity as the name of this entire
proposition and realized it was the need of the hour than ever before.

But integrity did not stop at university too.

As a young graduate eagerly waiting to carve her niche in the corporate world, landing into
a job was the next step. I was accepted into a start up digital agency that was dealing with
digital marketing solutions. I was appointed as a Coordinator and Writer for websites and
social media. It was a challenging role for me with its own temptations. I had to be on my
toes, attending to clientys requirements and multi-task.

Writing being one of those tasks, was often deemed the easier of the lot. Other writers were
at constant pressure of completing their writing deadlines. I was not an exception; pressure
did get to me, though. In an effort to help me out, my management suggested that I take
some content from the internet. I was quite surprised that they were ready to copy and paste
it from an unknown website, change a couple of words just enough to escape from text
matching websites. The work was comparatively menial, so they felt this would save a lot
of time for me. But what they didn’t realize was this - even if the client was not really going
to check the authenticity of the content, there was a sense of trust involved. Although they
never pressured me, I must admit that as tempting as it got, I was not going to do it. This
was because there is an image of the company I was working with and I did not want it to be
tarnished. There were times when they felt I was little extreme, but in the end when the client
lauded the work, they too felt I had a point. To me copied content was like stealing if I did
not reference my work; and it was not going to define another company’s work.

Integrity took a new turn and it was the ultimate peak at work. What often amazes me in this

PAEB2020 PROCEEDINGS

—
(98]
N



PAEB2020 PROCEEDINGS

p—
(O8]
(o)}

ordeal is how they treated plagiarism - the fact that everyone knows shoplifting is wrong but
not ‘Netlifting’ content or someone’s work still boggles me. Principally, they knew that i*
was wrong but it was not practical enough to go the extra mile.

So does that mean one can steal from a grocer if it was ‘practical’ and if no one was
watching? As ironic as it sounds, it is the attitude that plays an important role in determining
integrity at work places.

As the saying goes, “you don’t make a mistake twice, the second time you do, it’s a choice”.
So is integrity a choice in today’s world. I learned that if you are aware of integrity values,
you can’t make a mistake the second time. It starts from within - the attitude. And just like
respect, don’t expect integrity from the opposite side if you don’t give it. I have learned

to demonstrate integrity in my practice and expect it back. If you are denied it, demand it
because the world needs it.

In the end, I believe a variety of experiences shape how we understand integrity values,
particularly in the academic arena. One teacher changed my outlook. But how many students
are that lucky in this curricula?

If a student is introduced to integrity values for the first time in the university, is our
education system really preparing honest, fair, trustworthy, courageous, respectful and
responsible individuals? It does not stop at school, it carries deeper consequences into the
workplace and beyond and I hope my story provides the insight to teachers and decision
makers to realise the importance of making an active effort to introduce integrity to students
at a young age.
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